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Shaping the Mind Through Music- A Family Challenge of the 21st Century

Introduction
“Every healthy child is inwardly deeply musical. We have only to call upon this musicality
by making use of the child’s natural liveliness and sense of movement” (Steiner, 1924).
How can we best serve our future generations in their development? How can we
foster genuine creativity, critical thinking, and self- reliance in our children?
Music is a powerful instrument that allows for magical things— it allows the
individual to connect to themselves and their passions and build a new relationship with their
environment and peers. By intentionally applying certain types of music, a teacher shapes the
learning environment to allow a higher sense of understanding. With careful application, a
new type of learning is introduced— where children are encouraged to think critically, create
innovatively, and connect deeply with their environment. A constructionist view of teaching
places emphasis on creativity, is conducted through activity rather than passivity, and walks
hand in hand with the approach to education as a partnership between teacher and student.
Attention to music education in the curriculum of schools allows learning to prevail.
As time has progressed, and schools have shifted towards valuing quantitative results,
most lessons have become standardized along with their testing. Students are encouraged to
memorize material rather than understand it. Though these are the most vital developmental
years, this approach often translates to children decreasing their fullest potential and losing a
necessary curiosity for the world. By shifting towards a learning environment that is more
child-oriented, considering their energy, whims, and creativity, we can reawaken this spark.
One simple way we can achieve this is by integrating something we are surrounded by every
day— music!
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This paper will be focusing on the improved cognitive functions and long-term
effects early exposure to musical training brings to individuals and signifying the importance
of musical integration into the classroom and the potential it brings to the learning
experience. The aim of this research is to provide an understanding to the reader of the
powers and potential of music and life integration, allowing them to apply these concepts to
their own lives, and, most hopefully, apply this on a greater scale to the teaching of future
generations.
Music and Cognitive Development
The study of the relationship between music and cognitive development is quite vast,
catching the interest of researchers in fields ranging from psychology, to neuroscience, to
education. However, most of the research is limited in its span, considering limitations of
sample sizes, control groups, and materializing actual quantitative results. Regarding
something as complex as a brain over such a long period of time, it’s difficult to solidify
proof of an effect of music on any one area of the mind, without considering other factors.
Still, research has shown a significant correlation between the early exposure to music and
cognitive development in children (Henze, 2020).
Focusing primarily on the K-6 age group, I have gathered research linking music to
change and improvements in the development of mind. Acquisition of musical structure often
occurs without formal music training and is mostly encouraged through everyday experiences
with music.
Language
Music can improve both speech and reading skills. Music and speech access similar
areas of the mind, and both combine various elements according to rules such as pitch,
loudness, and timbre (Lerdahl & Jackendoff, 1983). Phonological awareness, which is
important for developing reading and writing skills, is related to pitch awareness and musical
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exposure (Dege and Schwarzer, 2011). It allows the individuals to distinguish between
sounds and pick up easily on patterns. The capacity of the mind’s ability to process sound
patterns reflects directly on their speech processing ability. Interestingly, learning disabilities
and problems with this sound awareness are also linked together. According to Nina Kraus
(2010), a researcher at Northwestern University in Chicago, 30-40% of children who have
learning and reading problems do not transcribe sound well. Still, children with learning
disabilities and autism respond well to music as it allows for deeper integration with peers
and emotional regulation. Music uniquely helps them understand speech and is efficient with
improving auditory training.
Kraus established that playing an instrument has an impact on the brain’s automatic
processing. She said:
Playing music engages the ability to extract relevant patterns, such as the sound of
one's own instrument, harmonies and rhythms, from the 'soundscape… Playing an
instrument may help youngsters better process speech in noisy classrooms and more
accurately interpret the nuances of language that are conveyed by subtle changes in
the human voice. (Kraus, 2010)
Using magnetic resonance imaging, researchers noticed an interesting pattern when
exposing musicians and non-musicians to various three tone sequences made up of
combinations of pitches. The individuals were asked to reproduce the tones manually by
pressing buttons. Musicians could complete this task almost perfectly, and got the toughest
sequences correct at least 85% of the time. Non-musicians, however, struggled. They put in a
lot more effort and still only hit a 50% average (Brattico, Näätänen, & Tervaniemi, 2001).
The areas of the mind that process pitch and language grow more efficient through musical
training and putting this into practice will be quite beneficial for every individual.

SHAPING THE MIND

5

Memory
In musicians, research and magnetic resonance imaging has shown that the left
temporal region of the brain is larger in individuals who have studied music than not (Chan et
al., 1998). This implies higher cognitive development, and as verbal memory is linked to the
left temporal lobe, the adult should retain verbal memory better. A study compared 60 college
students, half of which had 6+ years of musical training before the age of twelve. The verbal
memory of them was assessed by asking every subject to recall words from an orally
presented 16- word list. Visual memory was also tested by the number of figures recalled
from the Benton visual- retention test. The results were as expected— musically trained
adults recalled on average 16% more words.
Just brief exposure to Mozart produces a temporary increase in spatial and abstract
reasoning scores. This is limited to tasks involving mental imagery and temporal ordering.
These effects were not found after listening to no music or control music and are not linked to
enjoyment arousal. Though this is not permanent in its lasting effects, it’s interesting to
consider how we process information contingent on our sound environment (Chabris et. Al,
1999).
Memory also serves as a direct link to a person’s past as well as their mood. Listening
and performing loved music reactivates areas of the mind associated with memory, reasoning,
speech, and emotion. Studies found that singing lyrics is beneficial for people struggling to
speak after a brain injury or stroke and has helped healthy people learn words faster.
Introducing singing into the classroom can provide beautiful results— allowing introverted
students to explore new ways of expression while simultaneously strengthening the class
community (Fabiny, 2015).
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Intelligence
Like the effects on language and memory, it is found that music training is linked to
higher intelligence. When comparing musically trained and untrained children from ages 9 to
12, on a measure of IQ and executive functions, a correlation was evident. Of course, this is
not to say that simply playing music makes an individual a genius, as individual differences
between every person must be considered. It is known that high functioning children will
pick up learning music with more ease than low functioning children. Improvements in IQ
over a specific period of exposure to musical training is still observed regardless of ability
level (Schellenberg, 2004).
In 2004, a study measured the IQ of 144 children over the course of a year. These
students were randomly assigned to receive music lessons, either voice or keyboard, or to a
control group which received either drama or no lessons. Drama was chosen as it is an artistic
yet non-musical activity. The research discovered an average of 4.3-point increase of IQ in
both control groups, while the music groups gained a 7-point increase. This implies that
music is correlated to an enhanced IQ— but does not necessarily prove causation
(Schellenberg, 2004).
Why does intelligence really matter? Synaptic connections, which determine the
speed and power at which the mind functions, are formed and strengthened with experience.
The density of these increases rapidly in the first months of life, peaks from the ages of 1-2,
then declines until 16. What’s left remains constant until the age of 72 (Zuk Et. Al, 2014).
Gardner’s theory of multiple intelligences indicates that our actions and intake when we are
young and throughout life shape our IQ (Gardner, 2000, p. 28). There are seven different
types of intelligence: linguistic, logical-mathematical, spatial, musical, body-kinesthetic,
interpersonal, and intrapersonal. All must be developed individually, and early, as once the
connections are established it is difficult to reshape the mind (Feierabend, 1995). We would
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do students good by allowing them to assimilate musical skills, as these skills transfer to
every other area of intelligence.
Creative Thinking
Where do these capabilities meet? How can we prepare the child to utilize their
strengths and successfully apply them to tasks and situations? Where convergent (logical) and
divergent (creative) thinking merge, we find the individual using lateral thinking. A person
uses this to move from a known idea to the creation of their own (Webster, 1990). Creative
thinking occurs at all levels and can be revealed in various ways. Both problem solving and
the thinking process, as well as ultimately creating a final product, are made possible by
developing this skill.
Music education teaches students early on to experiment, visualize, and explore
various trains of thought. Intelligence rules the potency of our everyday lives, affecting even
the intensity we see the colors of this world. Imagination and creative thinking create our big
picture- and as it can be taught, we should teach it!
It is apparent that implementing music into the classroom can be quite beneficial.
Music helps reach children that don’t engage with traditional learning or experience trouble
within their environment. Experimenting with teaching techniques helps prioritize every
student based on their individual learning style and makes the whole process fun and
successful.
The Philosophy behind integrating music
“Music gives a soul to the universe, wings to the mind, flight to the imagination, and life to
everything” -Plato
Teachers and philosophers alike have encouraged curriculum that integrates a musical
approach. One that is particularly fascinating is the Rudolf Steiner philosophy, which centers
on the connection between art and knowledge. A natural union between art, science, and
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religion exists within the world, which beauty and creation are manifestations of. However,
with standardized testing concentrating primarily on math and science, art has turned into a
modern luxury. This can be observed in art programs being the first cut in underfunded public
schools, while STEM classes receive more resources and funding. Most individuals must go
out of their way to seek out art as it fades in everyday life and learning. Only by nurturing
children with a holistic experience in their youth and emphasizing the importance of art in
relation with math and science, can we provide them the resources to transform our culture.
Steiner approached teaching as educating the “whole child”. Every subject is given
meaning through the arts by integrating painting, music, and movement throughout the
curriculum (SGWS, 2017). Chaewon Helge, the music teacher at the Detroit Waldorf School,
describes the approach as such: “There’s a big emphasis on hands on learning. Small class
size, outdoor time, nothing is shown on screens- we are looking at the person as a person
rather than an outcome” (Helge, personal communication, 2021). Children engage with their
environment in a multifaceted way as they acquire curiosity, critical thinking, and a natural
love of learning.
Music is introduced immediately and plays a large role in this development. “Through
music’s capacity to inhabit the head, heart, and hands of the human being, we recognize not
only the impact of music on body, soul, and spirit, but also come to realize that the elements
of music form a picture of the human being. It is essential” (Spade, 2021). Steiner
intentionally cultivates musical knowledge and ability over the course of years as the three
elements of music, melody, harmony, and rhythm, engage with the three elements of the
individual- mind, body, and spirit. Though formal training is not necessary to experience this,
with this approach greater depths of self are achieved year by year.
Waldorf music education looks quite different from traditional methods, as the
curriculum is built following Steiner’s view of child development (Rocky, 2014). By
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avoiding methodical processes such as reading notation or learning instrument differentiation
in the beginning, the child learns in harmony with their development, building on the work
from every previous year. The child explores a variety of instruments tailored to their age and
experience, which allows them to freely experiment and strengthen the relationship with their
peers. An inherent love for music is awakened. As they understand the value of retained
learning and deep knowledge, rather than viewing education a means to an end, they absorb
information from other subjects eagerly. Ronald Malabed, the band teacher at the Detroit
Waldorf School, explains the approach as such:
Waldorf students study specific blocks for each grade, and I try to relate each block
with the music that we’re teaching. [For example], during the 7th grade they study the
Renaissance the discovery of things. What I relate it to, since the Renaissance is a
rebirth, there’s more complex things happening, I introduce more complex rhythms,
and complex interpretations of music. I try to align what they’re learning historically
for each grade with what we’re playing. (Malabed, personal communication,
November 26, 2021)
Teachers in the Waldorf schools are given freedom in how they set up their subject’s
curriculum, and often collaborate with other teachers to align content. “Though I do have free
range, I am familiar with the curriculum. I modify it depending on what the children need at
the time, but I do know what each block is studying, and try to follow it as best I can”
(Malabed, personal communication, November 26, 2021).
Quite popular among music teachers is the Suzuki method. The Suzuki philosophy
parallels Steiner’s as both focus on learning in conjunction with the whole self. Suzuki was a
Japanese violinist who developed an educational philosophy surrounding the idea that every
child can learn music. He observed at a young age how children, regardless of their home
country, learned their mother language quite effortlessly. He understood that this learning
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method could be applied to a range of other skills and developed a new technique that would
successfully teach music to millions (“About the Suzuki Method”, 1998).
Laurie Niles (2012), a Suzuki teacher of 20 years and author of a violinist blog
explains the basic principles of the Suzuki method as follows:
-

Early Start: Children, who are quite apt at learning new mental processes and
physical skills, as well as attuned to sound as they acquire language, have an ideal
sensitivity to music.

-

Pace: Children go at their own pace. The method is not bound to time- progress is
not measured by the level of peers, and performances are only given when the
child has mastered the skills needed. Every level must be completed in succession,
but there is no pressure. “Start young, go slow, don’t stop!”

-

Parental Involvement: Parents play a vital role- they give motivation, love, and
encouragement. Parents must attend lessons and take notes and bring this support
from the class back home. Often, parents will learn the instrument alongside the
child or beforehand, engraining the learning experience into familial life until the
child evolves into higher progressions.

-

Environment: As this method is closely interlinked with the learning of language,
children must be surrounded by music. Often, they will listen to recordings of
what they are learning throughout the day, and family is encouraged to learn
alongside them.

-

Repetition: Songs in the Suzuki books are used often, and as building blocks.
Children must perform from memory and will often reference old songs to
integrate new skills.

SHAPING THE MIND
-

11

Group Lessons: Children can experiment with the way their sound blends with
the group, building their ensemble skills. Group lessons build confidence and
community.

-

Whole Person: Ultimately, the goal of Suzuki is to instill love, perseverance,
memorization skills, coordination, and appreciation of arts. Suzuki aims not only
to teach music, but to grow character (Niles, 2012).

Suzuki himself never formally learned music but taught himself the violin after being
inspired by a recording. At age 26 he travelled to Germany for further lessons and was
introduced to the ideas that would propel his philosophy. Traditionally, students learn to read
notation as they learn to play, employing memorization and recitation techniques. Suzuki
preferred an approach that encouraged critical thinking and decision making, centering the
process around the student (“About the Suzuki Method”, 1998). He called this “Talent
Education”, developing the whole child in terms of skill, knowledge, and character. This
concept entailed “character first, ability second”. He firmly believed every child held musical
ability within them, and that music should be integrated in life from birth (“What is Talent
Education”, 2021). Suzuki had a holistic view of education, seeing music as integral to
shaping the child.
I want—if I can—to get education changed from mere instruction to education in the
real sense of the word—education that inculcates, brings out, develops the human
potential, based on the growing life of the child. That is why I am devoting my efforts
to furthering Talent Education: what a child becomes depends entirely on how he is
educated. My prayer is that all children on this globe may become fine human beings,
happy people of superior ability, and I am devoting all my energies to making this
come about, for I am convinced that all children are born with this potential. (Shinichi
Suzuki)
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Though every child is born with inherent psychological differences, their ability to
grow is completely intertwined with the simulation they receive. The success of a child is a
product of his environment. Often, music ability is viewed as a talent held from birth, and
though there is some truth in this as some children pick up musical logic easily while others
do not, the Suzuki method contradicts this thought. The creation of music is not simple, but it
is attainable. Even in older age any individual can learn with patience and dedication. In
Helge’s experience, children usually find success within this approach.
I view this as being very skill based. I don’t want you to just be able to do it- I want
you to show me that you know it. If kids follow my directions and practice at home,
for the most part most of them are going to do just fine. So, I just assume that
everyone can do this, which normalizes it for the class. Suzuki emphasizes this- that
every child can. (Helge, personal communication, 2021)
When we understand the whole child, with their whims, urges, interests, and passions,
we can work with this endless energy to shape brilliant minds and motivated learners.
Children are natural explorers, discovering new information every day. They are built to
learn. By integrating methods in education that support this, future generations of children
will thrive.
Music is a Familial Issue
In an ideal world, education systems would shift to center around the children and the
curriculum would be chosen based on potency rather than accessibility. Children would be
exposed to a range of techniques, knowledge, and activity, all challenging different parts of
the mind and developing a well-rounded and well-educated character. Every child would
have this experience.
However, our current reality is not this ideal world. When individuals think back to
our own experiences in school and consider what those living in underfunded, understaffed
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areas experience, there is a deep gap. Though all previously mentioned methods seem
feasible in theory, America’s public school system simply does not allocate its resources in a
way that allows substantial music education in every school. Schools are mostly funded by
sales and income tax, which causes drastic inequity between districts (“Closing America’s
Education Funding Gaps”, 2020). Wealthy areas enjoy high quality education, while schools
in struggling communities may lack even necessary staffing and equipment. Many states
provide the least funding for the schools with the greatest needs (Morgan, Ivy, and A.
Amerikaner, 2018).
Another perspective to consider is the widespread use of standardized testing
throughout American schools. The results lead again to major differences between school
districts. Though this was originally implemented to ensure every child has equal learning
opportunity, it also sets boundaries when it comes to funding and allocated time.
Standardized music education ultimately tests on meeting certain basic requirements when
playing instruments and singing, rather than actual understanding of the music. With the “No
Child Left Behind Legislation”, state standards have shaped music programs in a way that
does not necessarily result in music education. Often, music teachers must justify acquiring
new equipment by proving how it will impact standardized test scores in other classes (“The
Status of Music Education In United States Public Schools”, 2017). Music programs are
often the first to be cut when funding isn’t available. The focus shifts to language arts and
math which produce easily quantifiable testing results (Etobias, 2016). This practice is of
course, flawed, as the relationship between quality music programs and higher standardized
test scores is positive— meaning that students participating in high quality programs scored
higher regardless of socioeconomic level (Johnson, Christopher M., and Jenny E. Memmott,
2006).
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Though it is easy to assume that schools teach holistically and with deep learning in
mind, parents should be aware of faults in the education of their children and do what they
can to fill in these gaps. What can be taken from the beforementioned philosophies, is that
ultimately both music education and lifelong learning do not depend on only school
education. A child can be exposed to music and a diverse range of activities that support
development from the comfort of their home. Though music lessons may be expensive,
listening to music, creating rhythms together, singing, and dancing are simple ways to bring
the beauty of music into the household (“Musical Benefits”, 2020). With local shows or kid
music groups being easily accessible via a simple google search, music can also be connected
to the community. Libraries often have after school programs in place where children can be
with their peers as their learn. As they grow older, visiting a symphony or opera can set in
motion a love for more traditional and diverse music.
The main concern for parents should be to bring up their children as noble human
beings. That is sufficient. If this is not their greatest hope, in the end the child may
take a road contrary to their expectations. Children can play very well. We must try to
make them splendid in mind and heart also. (Shinichi Suzuki)
Placing an importance of music in the family structure can reawaken a form of play.
Play is essential- contributing to cognitive, physical, social, and emotional well-being of
children. It also allows for parents to connect deeply with their children (Ginsburg, 2007). In
our hurried society and more attention to academics, often play and this connection comes at
an expense. Music provides an opportunity for this connection. Interestingly, a study found
that over a 10- week group music therapy program for parents and children aged 0-5, musical
activities promoted a positive relationship between the two and improved child development
(Nicholson, 2008).
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Music can be a beneficial tool in awakening a child’s love and curiosity for music and
life, whilst bonding the child and parents within the exploration of music.
Conclusion
“Man’s nature, we shall find, is such that he is in a way, a born musician” (Steiner, 1976).
The understanding of the role music plays in the education of a child allows us to
assume that it can only play a beneficial role. The lack of music education will not
necessarily lead to underdevelopment. However, the effects of music are so deeply engrained
in the mind that it would be a great disservice to the child not to at least be exposed to a
variety of music and encouraged to fine tune their comprehension.
Now that we know this, it is first and foremost the responsibility of parents, future
parents, and everyday individuals to encourage musical development in our youth while
advocating for the integration of quality music education in every school. Adults that missed
out on music education in their youth yet still feel the urge to learn should take initiative and
make music a principal aspect of their own lives. As Suzuki himself didn’t learn the violin
until 22, individuals can embark on the journey any stage of life. There is so much to learn,
so we must start now!
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